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Peters (1996) described two bird specimens collected at Eminiminy (24°4rS, 46°48'E) 

in south-eastern Madagascar by the primatologist Hans Bluntschli (1877-1962), which 

were found during examination of boxes of unidenfified bird skins held in fhe collections 

at the Eorschungsinstitut Senckenberg Erankfurt (SMF). The birds (Eig. lA-B), which must 

have been recently fledged young, resemble juveniles and females of Nufhatch Vanga 

Hypositta corallirostris (Vangidae) by plumage and general appearance, buf differ in having a 

proporfionafely significanfly shorfer hind-toe than that species and a longer tarsometatarsus. 

Proceeding from referring fhe two specimens to the Vangidae, Peters (1996) assumed that 

they represented a distinct new species, which was named Bluntschli's Vanga Hypositta 

perdita. Since only H. corallirostris was found during recenf surveys around Eminiminy 

and in fhe adjacenf lowlands, including Andehalela Nafional Park (Goodman et al. 1997, 

Hawkins & Goodman 1999) if seemed fhaf H. perdita represenfed a potenfially extincf 

form of nufhafch vanga (Pefers 1996, BirdLife Infernational 2012). However, Goodman 

et al. (1997) raised doubfs concerning the validity of H. perdita, and if was not recognised 

as a valid species by the Handbook of the birds of the ivorld project (Yamagishi & Nakamura 

2009). For that reason the species was not included in an otherwise complete analysis of fhe 

diversification history of the Malagasy Vangidae (Jonsson et al. 2012). However, because 

of fhe uncertainty surrounding the status of this named taxon, we decided to undertake a 

genetic analysis based on toepad or skin samples of fhe fype material. Here we present the 

result of thaf analysis, and fhe faxonomic implicafion. 

Molecular data 

We initially used the mitochondrial ND2 primers designed by Jonsson et al. (2012) 

to amplify short fragments (around 200 base pairs) from degraded DNA obfained from 

museum study skins of the Malagasy Vangidae. However, the amplification success of 

the syntype of Hypositta pjcrdita (SMF 80500) was poor using fhese primers (only one out 

of six fragments amplihed successfully) and the obtained sequence suggested a sylvoid 

(warbler) affinity. As this result was both surprising and confusing, we subsequenfly used 

a set of cytochrome-f7 primers fhaf work well for a broad selecfion of oscine passerines. The 

amplificafion success with these primers was much higher (three out of four fragmenfs 

worked well) and all of fhe independent sequences had a nearly complete match (only one 

base pair mismatch in one fragment) with the cytochrome- ̂sequence of the sylvoid White- 

throated Oxylabes Oxylabes madagascariensis (previously classified as a babbler buf now in 

the endemic Malagasy family Bernieriidae; see Cibois et al. 2001, Fregin et al. 2012). 

As the laboratory procedures were carried out at a facility exclusively used for 

old degraded DNA from museum samples af fhe Swedish Natural History Museum 

in Stockholm, contamination seemed unlikely, especially because Oxylabes tissue had 

never been analysed there. However, to confirm the result we conducted an independent 

extraction of a skin sample from fhe H. perdita fype specimen (SMF 80499). The sequences 

obtained from fhe type confirmed fhe resulf as fhey were identical to those obtained from 
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Figure 1. Type (SMF 80499, A) and paratype (SMF 80500, B) of Bluntschli's Vanga Hypositta perdita compared 
to an adult White-throated Oxylabes Oxylabes madagascariensis (SMF 44603, C); all three specimens collected 
by Flans Bluntschli on 27 September 1931 at Eminiminy in south-eastern Madagascar. D: a juvenile O. 
madagascariensis specimen from Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle, Paris, in similar plumage to the H. 
perdita specimens but with fresh yellowish feathers emerging on the throat and breast, collected 8 October 
1929 (© Eric Pasquet; not to scale with A-C, masked and placed on a white background) 

the syntype. In total, we obtained 773 base pairs cytochrome-b from the H. perdita specimens 
(429 from fhe holotype), of which 698 overlapped with the published GenBank sequence 
of O. madagascariensis (GenBank accession nos.: HQ706179 for O. madagascariensis and 
KC190065 for H. perdita). The sequence divergence of 0.1% befween the H. perdita specimens 
and O. madagascariensis is well within the intraspecific genetic variation found in birds in 
general (Kerr et al. 2007). Considering also the high levels of divergence of cytochrome-fc 
sequences among the known species of Bernieridae (Cibois et al. 2001), it therefore 
consfitufes sfrong evidence that the H. perdita types are fledglings of O. madagascariensis. 

Morphology 

The external morphology of H. perdita is well described by Peters (1996), with special 
emphasis on the shapes of the bill and feet compared to those of H. corallirostris. The 
birds were recognised as fledglings (with remiges and rectrices still not fully  grown), with 
plumages distinct from all other (examined) Malagasy birds, although most similar to the 
female and juvenile plumages of H. corallirostris. The plumage is described briefly as being 
dull brown with a blackish forehead, and illustrated by photographs. The main focus of 
the documentation was on demonstrating the differences in bill  and x-ray photos of hind 
extremities compared to those of H. corallirostris. The bill  was less distinctly hooked, with a 
shorter and less well marked gonys, a difference attribufed to the young age. However, age 

© 2013 The Authors; Journal compilation © 2013 Brihsh Ornithologists' Club 



Jon Fjeldsa et al. 74 Bull. B.O.C. 2013 133(1) 

would be insufficient to explain the much longer tarsi and shorter toes, as H. corallirostris is 

characterised by distinct adaptations for scansorial habits with long, strongly curved claws 

and an extremely long hind-toe. 

Juveniles of Oxylabes are poorly represented in collections, which makes it 

understandable that Peters (1996) was unable to make the relevant comparison with that 

species. The best-known juvenile plumage of O. madagascariensis resembles that of an adult 

but is overall more dull brown and has a yellowish-buff throat and central underparts (e.g., 

Sharpe 1883, Langrand 1990). However, a distinct dull brown fledgling plumage has also 

been recognised (Sharpe 1883, Benson et al. 1976; based on specimens in Tring and Paris, 

Fig. ID). This is wholly dingy olive or dark olive-brown with green-yellow fringes to the 

wing feathers (eventually also a charcoal-grey head: Morris & Hawkins 1998). The pale 

huffy or buffy-yellow feathers emerge soon on the throat, neck and breast, and dull rufous 

feathers then appear on the crown and nape, while the green tinge is lost on the wings 

(cf. Yamagishi & Nakamura 2009). This plumage is finally replaced by fhe adult plumage, 

which is rufous-brown to dark brown with a short white supercilium and white throat 

(Fig. 1C). Except for the restricted blackish area on the lores and rather greyish underparts, 

the H. perdita specimens (Figs. 1 A-B) agree well with the dull brown early plumage of O. 

madagascariensis (Fig. ID). Oxylabes and Hypositta share fused basal sections of the second 

and third toes, but differ in other details such as proportions of the feet and scutellation, and 

in these respects the H. perdita specimens resemble Oxylabes. 

Conclusion 

In the light of these new analyses it is evident that the two specimens referred to as H. 

perdita are fledglings of O. madagascariensis in a poorly known dull and nondescript brown 

plumage. For this reason Hypositta perdita Peters, 1996, is here synonymised with Oxylabes 

madagascariensis (J. F. Gmelin, 1789). Both Hypositta corallirostris and O. madagascariensis 

are widespread and common in the evergreen forests of eastern Madagascar (Goodman 

et al. 1997), including the Eminiminy / Andohalela area. In fact, H. Bluntschli collected an 

adult O. madagascariensis on the same date and at the same locality as the two 'Hypositta 

perdita' specimens (Eig. 1C). Bluntschli may have been aware that the adult and juvenile 

specimens belonged together, but unlike in other cases, a species identity was not noted on 

the specimen labels. 
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Wetmore (1943) described two new species of Miocene Accipitridae, a new species 

of Neophrontops, N. vetustus, and a new genus and species, Palaeastiir ataviis, based on 

specimens provided by Harold J. Cook, from Cook's personal collection, indicated by the 

prefix HC. Wetmore noted that the Neophrontops specimen, HC691, a distal end of a right 

humerus, was said to have been collected from 'Stonehouse Draw Quarry', Sioux County, 

Nebraska, USA. The specimen was collected by Cook in March 1938, at which time the 

only major quarry in Stonehouse Draw was Thomson Quarry (as figured in Skinner et al. 

1977: Fig. 2). Other quarries in Stonehouse Draw include the North Tliomson Quarry (a 

direct extension of Thomson Quarry) and Target Quarry at the head of the draw, which 

was discovered in 1947 and so cannot be the source of Wetmore's specimen. Likewise, 

Buck Quarry in East Stonehouse Draw was not discovered until 1941 so it too cannot be the 

site of collection. Thomson Quarry is in the middle Sheep Creek Formation (Skinner et al. 

1977), which dates to the late Hemingfordian North American Land Mammal Age, c.16.5 

Ma. The best age estimate for HC691 is 16.4 + 0.07 Ma (Tedford et al. 2004: 220) based on an 

orthoclase from the Sheep Creek #3 Ash, the most reliably dated of the four Sheep Creek 

ashes. Thomson Quarry is not far below this ash, so the fauna is slightly older than the 16.4 

Ma date. 

The specimen of Palaeastiir, HC693, a distal end of a right tarsometatarsus, was collected 

at the Stenomyliis Quarry (also known as the Amherst Quarry), Sioux County, Nebraska. 

The Stenomyliis Quarry is in the Harrison Formation, which dates to the late Arikareean 

North American Land Mammal Age, c.23 Ma. The age of the quarry is based on a 22.9 

Ma date for the Agate Ash from the argon‘‘7argon^’ in sanidine (Izett & Obradovich 2001). 

Stenomyliis Quarry is now part of Agate Fossil Beds National Monument, administered by 

the National Park Service. 
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